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DEPARTMENT OF PHYSIOLOGY, ANATOMY AND GENETICS
Peter Robbins, MA, DPhil, BM, BCh
Professor of Physiology & Head of Department
Room B81, Sherrington Building, Parks Road, Oxford, OX1 3PT
Tel: +44(0)1865 272471
PA: Mrs Laurie Surman (laurie.surman@dpag.ox.ac.uk)

28th April 2015
Dear Athena SWAN Panel Members
Letter of Endorsement from the Head of Department – Athena SWAN Silver Application
It gives me great pleasure to commend our Athena SWAN Silver Award application to you. I am
extremely proud of the achievements that have come as a result of the initiatives from our Bronze
Action plan. Highlights have been the recent Associate Professor recruitment processes, which
have been more gender\balanced than previously, and increased awareness of career
development amongst staff, which has come from the implementation of a structured personal
development review process. There is also a blossoming postdoctoral research society, allowing
junior staff to discuss issues that concern them with both senior colleagues and peers alike and
improved communication within the Department coming from a weekly email newsletter called
the “DPAG Digest”. However, perhaps the biggest achievement has been the positive cultural
change that has taken place within the Department. Issues of gender\balance are now openly
discussed amongst all members of the Department and it has become a central focus in every
decision\making process from initial discussion to implementation.
Overall, I am very pleased and encouraged by the results from our most recent staff survey. The
Department is a better place than when we started this process in 2011, and gender differences in
the responses were relatively few and far between. We have all thought and know a little more
about the origins of gender inequality within science than when we started on this journey, and
one seminar that impressed a number of us with its evidence base was that on unconscious bias.
For this reason, one focus of our Silver application will be on further raising awareness and
understanding of this phenomenon.
Although many of the responses to our survey were encouraging, it has identified areas that need
further attention within the Department. Those that particularly concerned me related to
management and decision\making within the Department and the degree to which individuals felt
remote from it. We have discussed this within our Departmental Committee and at our academic
staff meetings and have concluded that for the more junior members of staff to have a greater say
in the running of their Department, it is necessary to provide more substructure with more by way
of devolved powers for each research theme. We aim to make these changes so that all members
of the Department, both male and female, have an effective voice on matters that affect their
particular academic subject area.
I’d like to end by thanking all the members of our Athena SWAN Committee, and especially the
chair, Damian Tyler, for the energy, enthusiasm and sheer hard work that has gone into this. The
Committee’s initial duty was to oversee the implementation of our Bronze Award action plan,
something they did with great thoroughness. By assessing the effectiveness of the Bronze action
Tel: Direct Line: +44(0)1865 (2)72471
E-Mail: peter.robbins@dpag.ox.ac.uk Web: www.dpag.ox.ac.uk/team/group-leaders/peter-robbins

plan they have developed an ambitious plan to take us forward towards our goal of a more equal,
inclusive and transparent Department. I have been enormously encouraged by the overall attitude
and approach within the committee and, more broadly, within the Department as a whole.
Yours sincerely,

Professor Peter A. Robbins
Head of Department
[SECTION: 499 WORDS / MAX 500]

b) An account of the self assessment process: details of the self assessment team meetings,
including any consultation with staff or individuals outside of the university, and how these
have fed into the submission.
In November 2011, the HoD requested that Prof. Dame Kay Davies chair a Departmental
committee responsible for making an application for an Athena SWAN Bronze Award. Prof. Davies
invited representatives covering the diversity of staff to join the committee. Following discussion,
the committee designed a survey concerning views on gender and equality, career progression,
transparency and involvement in decision\making, and overall job satisfaction. The collated
information accrued from an in\depth analysis of this survey was used to prepare our Bronze
application and action plan (AP) which was submitted in April 2013.
Prof. Davies, was subsequently asked to take up the role of Deputy Chair of the Wellcome Trust
and to chair the MSD Athena SWAN Steering Committee. To prevent committee overload, Prof.
Davies stepped down as Chair of our Departmental SAT in September 2013 and Prof. Damian Tyler
took over as the new Chair. To provide fresh impetus to the process, new members of the
committee were recruited by advertisement, ensuring a fair gender balance and representation
from all staff groups. Since then, the SAT has met monthly, initially focussing on monitoring the
implementation of our Bronze AP (as detailed in appendix 2) and more recently focussing on the
assessment of the impact that our actions have had.
As part of the redevelopment of the Departmental website and intranet, a series of Athena SWAN
pages were developed to provide a forum for information on the process, the Department’s
Bronze AP and Athena SWAN related articles, seminars and links. Several focus group sessions
were held to explore in more detail the issues raised by our Bronze application, for example
exploring the topic of maternity leave with both returning mothers and their line\
managers/supervisors and exploring the specific needs/challenges faced by our research assistants
(RAs) and technicians.
The SAT designed a detailed follow\up survey that was sent to all members of the Department in
September 2014, who were informed that the responses would be treated in strictest confidence
and any information provided to the SAT from these surveys would be presented in anonymous
form. The overall response rate from all categories of staff was 62% (288/461), an improvement
from 52% in our 2012 survey. The information gathered from this survey, along with an analysis of
our staff data and the responses from the focus groups, was used in developing our Silver AP
(appendix 1).
c) Plans for the future of the self assessment team, such as how often the team will continue
to meet, any reporting mechanisms and in particular how the self assessment team intends
to monitor implementation of the action plan.
The SAT will continue to meet monthly in order to monitor carefully the progress of our Silver AP
(ACTION:S1.1). The Department is totally committed to Athena SWAN, which is a standing item at
Departmental meetings (Academic Staff meetings, Departmental Committee meetings). Overall
responsibility for implementing our Silver AP rests with the HoD and the specific people identified
in our AP. The SAT will run regular staff/student surveys and convene focus groups to assess the
impact of our action plan (ACTION:S1.2) and will provide updates on progress made to the
Departmental Committee.
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3. A PICTURE OF THE DEPARTMENT [SECTION: 1941 WORDS / MAX 2000]
a) Provide a pen\picture of the department to set the context for the application, outlining in
particular any significant and relevant features.
The Department of Physiology, Anatomy and Genetics (DPAG) is part of the MSD, the largest of
Oxford University’s four academic divisions. The Department is actively engaged in research with a
turnover in excess of £20 million per year and makes a substantial contribution to teaching
undergraduate students in pre\clinical medicine and biomedical sciences. The last Quality
Assurance Agency (QAA) review awarded pre\clinical medicine full marks for all aspects of
teaching. DPAG also provides teaching for various MSc courses (neuroscience, developmental and
chromosomal biology).
The research interests within DPAG are broad, spanning the gamut of physiological sciences from
single molecules to whole animal behaviour. The Department brings together physiologists,
biochemists, geneticists, cell and developmental biologists, systems/computational biologists and
clinicians. In the 2014 Research Excellence Framework (REF), the Department formed part of the
University of Oxford’s Biological Sciences unit of assessment and out of the 44 institutions making
a return under this unit of assessment, Oxford returned the greatest volume of world leading (4*)
ranked activity. The Department has overall responsibility for research centres (CNCB, MRC
Functional Genomics Unit) and both student (OXION) and research staff (CGAT) training initiatives.
Several principal investigators (PIs) are international leaders in their fields. The Department has
three fellows of the Royal Society (2F/1M), a governor of the Wellcome Trust (F), and eight fellows
of the Academy of Medical Sciences (2F/6M).
Members of the Department are categorised as i) academics and senior research fellows
(individuals with a contract to retirement age); ii) research fellows (individuals with a fixed\term
contract to pursue research and the option to contribute to some teaching should they wish to);
iii) postdoctoral research scientists (individuals with a fixed\term contract usually from a grant
awarded to an academic or research fellow); iv) graduate students, working towards a DPhil.; v)
academic\related and support staff (individuals who are involved with the running of the
Department, providing administrative and technical support).
Academics and research fellows are distributed between six major research themes. Each research
area is led by a theme leader, a structure that is designed to foster interaction between staff with
related research interests in addition to providing academic leadership and mentoring. Themes
get together regularly to discuss research initiatives/strategies and distribution of teaching loads.
DPAG is located in the centre of Oxford, within the University’s “Science Area” and its 461 staff
and students are distributed across three separate buildings (the Sherrington building, the Le Gros
Clark building and the Tinsley building, which houses the CNCB). Due to its central location,
parking for members of staff is extremely limited and there are no nurseries within the Science
Area to offer childcare facilities adjacent to the Department. This was a key issue raised in our
maternity leave focus group and is discussed further below.
DPAG is multi\ethnic, with members from across the world who make essential contributions to
the success of the Department. DPAG is committed to inclusiveness, integrity and equal
opportunity for all. DPAG strives to ensure members of the Department feel comfortable and
valued. During the development of our Athena SWAN programme, our consultations and surveys
revealed that our commitments are being broadly met. However, some areas could be
strengthened and new initiatives have been suggested, which form part of our Silver AP.
Implementation of these actions will reinforce and strengthen our drive for equality for, and value
in, all our members.
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b) Provide data for the past three years (where possible with clearly labelled graphical
illustrations) on the following with commentary on their significance and how they have
affected action planning.
STUDENT DATA
(i) Numbers of males and females on access or foundation courses – comment on the data
and describe any initiatives taken to attract women to the courses.
DPAG does not offer any foundation courses.
(ii) Undergraduate male and female numbers – full and partUtime – comment on the
female:male ratio compared with the national picture for the discipline. Describe any
initiatives taken to address any imbalance and the impact to date. Comment upon any
plans for the future.
DPAG provides approximately 60% of the teaching for the 441 students on the pre\clinical
medicine degree course. Currently there are 46.9% female and 53.1% male students studying pre\
clinical medicine at Oxford. DPAG does not carry out the administration or recruitment for those
students as the process is centralised through the Colleges and the Medical Sciences Teaching
Centre.
(iii) Postgraduate male and female numbers completing taught courses – full and part\time –
comment on the female:male ratio compared with the national picture for the discipline.
Describe any initiatives taken to address any imbalance and the effect to date. Comment
upon any plans for the future.
DPAG does not provide postgraduate taught courses.
(iv) Postgraduate male and female numbers on research degrees – full and part\time –
comment on the female:male ratio compared with the national picture for the discipline.
Describe any initiatives taken to address any imbalance and the effect to date. Comment
upon any plans for the future.
Our total number of DPhil research students (all full time) in the last seven years has been 175
(88F/87M) with an average number of women per academic year of 12.6 and men of 12.4. Despite
variability from year to year in both female and male numbers (Figure 1), the total admissions
throughout the last 7 years reveals that there is an almost 50:50 gender balance of postgraduate
students admitted to the Department.
Nationwide figures (2013/14 HESA data) showed that the number of postgraduate students on
research degrees was 46% (44211) female and 54% (51404) male. However, considering only
postgraduate students in ‘Subjects Allied to Medicine’ and Universities from the Russell group, the
percentage of women was 61%. Whilst this is the nearest benchmark to our student intake, it is
not a perfect match. We will continue to monitor our student numbers in each new admission
exercise, however, they do not currently present us any cause for concern (ACTION:S2.1).
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Figure 1: Gender profile of the cohorts of postgraduate research students in 2008U15
(v) Ratio of course applications to offers and acceptances by gender for undergraduate,
postgraduate taught and postgraduate research degrees – comment on the differences
between male and female application and success rates and describe any initiatives taken
to address any imbalance and their effect to date. Comment upon any plans for the future.
Admission data from the last three years, 2013\2015, shows that there is no gender imbalance in
the shortlisting process with similar numbers of applications (53% female), invitation to interviews
(52% female), offers (53% female) and acceptances (54% female) (Figure 2). Again there is
variation from year to year, for example in the 2015 entry, there were 43% female offers despite a
slightly higher number of female applicants (53%), whereas in the 2014 entry there were 62%
female offers despite only 55% female applicants.
We will continue to monitor the numbers every year (ACTION:S2.1). Any significant change in an
individual year or a trend that persists for two consecutive years will be subjected to further
investigation.
The graduate student admission panel in DPAG is gender balanced (4F/5M in 2015) and as part of
our Silver AP we will ensure that every member has attended courses on recruitment & selection
and implicit/unconscious bias (ACTIONS:S2.2/S2.3).
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Figure 2: Gender profile of applications, interviews, offers and acceptances for graduate entry to
DPAG
(vi) Degree classification by gender – comment on any differences in degree attainment
between males and females and describe what actions are being taken to address any
imbalance.
The DPhil in our Department is not classified. However, we have examined three years of
completion data (Figure 3). In the 2008/09 entry, 29% of female students (2/7) and 15% of male
students (2/13) did not complete their degree within 4 years. Of these four students, two
completed in >4 years (1F/1M) and two did not complete their studies (1F/1M). In the 2009/10
entry, 20% of females (3/15) and 29% of males (2/7) did not complete within 4 years (of these 1M
did not complete his studies, all other students completed in >4 years). Therefore the data showed
some variability with no clear gender bias. Interestingly, in the 2010/11 entry all postgraduate
students submitted within 4 years. This may be due to new DPhil regulations, which have required
a reduction to 4 terms (from 7 terms) for the transfer between probationary student status and
DPhil student status and the introduction of a confirmation of status in the 3rd year. These new
regulations have been implemented in the Department by the appointment of a full\time
Graduate Studies Administrator (GSA) who is more rigorously following students’ progress
throughout their course. We will continue to enforce the measures that have led to this success
and to carefully monitor the completion data (ACTION:S2.4).
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Figure 3: Completion data of DPAG graduate students who entered in 2008/09 to 2010/11
STAFF DATA
(i) Female:male ratio of academic staff and research staff – researcher, lecturer, senior
lecturer, reader, professor (or equivalent). Comment on any differences in numbers
between males and females and say what action is being taken to address any
underrepresentation at particular grades/levels
The gender profile of academic and research staff in the Department over the last three years is
summarised in Figure 4. Within our academic staff, we have 18 individuals who are either
statutory professors1 or hold the title of professor2 (5F/13M), an improvement over our Bronze
application based on a titular professorship awarded to one of our female academic staff
members in the recent Recognition Of Distinction Exercise (RODE) (detailed in Section 4.A.ii).
The University of Oxford has recently changed the title of its lecturer grade from University
Lecturer to Associate Professor, reflecting the senior nature of the role. Currently we have 21
individuals who are associate professors (7F/14M), again an improvement over our Bronze
application (4F/12M) due to very positive results in our recent associate professorship recruitment
exercises and the award of several titular associate professorships3 in the recent RODE (detailed in
Section 4.A.ii). Females therefore currently make up 31% of our academic staff group, an
improvement of 7% over the 24% representation seen in 2012.

1

Statutory professors are those staff recruited to full professorial positions within the University.
Titular professors are those senior staff that have been awarded the title of professor in a RODE to indicate their
seniority and position within the University.
3
Titular associate professors are senior research staff that have been awarded the title of associate professor in a
RODE to reflect their level of seniority and equivalence to associate professors.
2
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and improved mentoring, training and support for grade 7 staff to encourage transition to the
more senior research staff grades (ACTIONS:S3.1/S3.2).

Figure 5: Gender profile of the academic and research staff in the Department as a function of
grade in 2014, numbers in square boxes represent the actual numbers of staff in 2014

Figure 6: Gender profile of the academic and research staff in the MRC Functional Genomics Unit
as a function of grade, numbers in square boxes represent the actual numbers of staff in 2014
(ii) Turnover by grade and gender – comment on any differences between men and women in
turnover and say what is being done to address this. Where the number of staff leaving is
small, comment on the reasons why particular individuals left.
The turnover rate amongst academic staff is very low; in the past three years, only one associate
professor (male) has retired. Figures for members of research staff leaving the Department are
also low and display no obvious gender imbalance (Figure 7). As part of our Bronze AP
(ACTION:B1.3) we have introduced formal exit evaluations for all leavers to gather information
about their destination and to identify any reasons for disaffection. This exercise has shown that
13

the primary reason for leaving was staff coming to the end of a fixed\term contract, although in
some cases staff have left because of a promotion elsewhere. Destinations have included moves
to different departments within the University as well as academic/research positions in the UK
(London, Nottingham, Dublin) and abroad (Germany, Israel, the Netherlands, Korea, France, New
Zealand, Japan, Australia and the USA); moves into further education (graduate entry medicine &
PhD positions) and moves into private industry.

Figure 7: Average staff turnover rates per year across the main research staff grades (grades 6U9)
for the period 2012U2014
Our concerns have therefore been to ensure that members of staff coming to the end of fixed\
term contracts have strong support in looking for redeployment opportunities. In many cases,
applications for new funding sources are made so that staff can be retained within DPAG.
Applications for bridging funding to the Executive Committee (within the Department) and to the
Medical Research Fund (within the University) can provide vital bridging support for individuals
awaiting the outcome of major grant applications. Over the last two years there have been 13
applications for bridging funds to the Executive committee (8F/5M) and 10 have been funded
(6F/4M).
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The percentage of women appointed to academic posts over the past 3 years is very encouraging
with three female and two male associate professors appointed since 2012 (Table 2). At Bronze,
we wanted to increase the number of female applicants for these posts (ACTION:B2.1) and we
have seen female applications rise from 26% to 33%. This rise may be partly attributed to our
direct actions in this area (e.g. improving the clarity of the further particulars) but also to other
actions (e.g. increasing the profile of female scientists (ACTIONS:B3.1.1.B3.1.3), increasing the
number of women on the Departmental Management Committee (ACTION:B3.4) and raising the
external profile of the Department (ACTIONS:B6.1.1/B6.1.2). However, we would still like to
attract more female applicants to these senior posts. From informal discussions with previous
applicants it appears that there is a degree of confusion over the Departmental and College
teaching requirements involved in the role of the associate professor. We will therefore try to
improve the further particulars to increase the clarity around the different teaching
responsibilities of the post (ACTION:S3.3). We will also try to encourage more female applicants
by highlighting that we will provide assistance when applying for nursery/childcare/school places
(see case study 2), emphasise the successful applicant’s eligibility for sabbatical leave and target
the distribution of job adverts to suitably qualified internal and external female candidates
(ACTIONS:S3.4/S3.5).
Associate
Professorship
Subject / College
Neuroscience /
St Hugh’s College
Biomedical Science
/ Balliol College
Physiology / St
Catherine’s College
Physiology /
Brasenose College
Developmental
and Regenerative
Medicine / Non\
Tutorial Fellowship
at St Cross College

Applications Received

Applications Shortlisted

Applicant
Appointed

Total

Female

Male

%F

Total

Female

Male

%F

48

11

37

23%

4

1

3

25%

Male

32

11

21

35%

3

1

2

33%

Female

27

7

20

26%

4

1

3

25%

Female

42

12

30

29%

5

2

3

40%

Male

33

18

15

56%

4

3

1

75%

Female

Table 2: Breakdown by gender of the number of applications, the number shortlisted and the
outcomes of recent associate professorship recruitments
(ii) Applications for promotion and success rates by gender and grade – comment on
whether these differ for men and women and if they do explain what action may be taken.
Where the number of women is small applicants may comment on specific examples of
where women have been through the promotion process. Explain how potential
candidates are identified.
Whilst there are no formal opportunities available for promotion at the University of Oxford, there
are several opportunities available to recognise academic/research achievement, which generally
provide a titular or financial incentive without any change in duties (Table 3). As indicated in our
Bronze AP (ACTION:B1.2), all suitably qualified female candidates for these distinction exercises
were identified by the HoD and encouraged to apply. We have had considerable success over the
period of our Bronze award with many female candidates being successful in their applications.
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Scheme

Recognition
of
Distinction
Exercise

Title of
Associate
Professor

Purpose

Notes

Outcomes

An exercise to confer the title of
Professor

The process was
suspended after
2010/11 to allow
for a thorough
review but was
reintroduced in
2013/14 and is
now annual

In 2013/14, 3
members of staff
applied (1F/2M), of
whom one (1F)
received the award

A new exercise,
run for the first
time in 2014

In this first exercise, 5
members of staff
applied for the title
(2F/3M) and 4 were
successful (2F/2M)

\

In 2014, 6 members
of staff applied for the
title (4F/2M) and 4
were successful
(2F/2M)

\

The first round of this
scheme was run last
year and 7 research
staff (6F/1M) and 11
admin staff (7F/4M)
received an award

The criteria to be considered
include research, teaching and
good citizenship
The criteria have been rewritten
to formally recognise career
breaks
An exercise to confer the title of
Associate Professor on research
staff
Aims to reflect a level of seniority
for research staff that is
equivalent to full associate
professors

Title of
University
Research
Lecturer

An exercise run to award the title
of University Research Lecturer
on research staff to reflect their
senior position within the
University

Reward
and
Recognition

An annual process whereby staff
can be acknowledged for a
consistently high level of work
either through a recurring
increment in their salary scale or
by a one\off financial reward

Table 3: Details of processes through which staff effort and achievment can be recognised
In addition to these recognition exercises there is also a regrading process through which staff are
able to have their post regraded if there have been substantial changes in their duties. Our survey
indicated that only 26% of staff were clear about the regrading process. In our Silver AP, we aim to
increase the understanding of this process by adding information to the intranet and adding a
discussion about changes in duties to the Personal Development Review (PDR) process
(ACTION:S3.6). Three academic\related members of staff (2F/1M) have applied for regrading in
the last 3 years, and all have been successful. Two more applications from female members of
staff are currently in process.
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C. ORGANISATION AND CULTURE
a) Provide data for the past three years (where possible with clearly labelled graphical
illustrations) on the following with commentary on their significance and how they have
affected action planning.
(i) Male and female representation on committees – provide a breakdown by committee and
explain any differences between male and female representation. Explain how potential
members are identified.
Previously the HoD was advised by a Management Committee with an ex\officio membership of
the research theme leaders, plus the directors of undergraduate and graduate studies. This
committee (2F/9M) debated strategic matters and was responsible for major executive decisions.
As part of our Bronze AP (ACTION:B3.4), the Departmental governance has been re\organised so
that decisions are now taken by the Executive and Departmental committees (Table 4).
Committee
Executive
Committee

Departmental
Committee

Athena
SWAN
Committee

Graduate
Studies
Committee

Operation
Heads
Committee

Safety
Committee

Teaching
Committee

Purpose

Membership

Chair

Day\to\day decisions

HoD, HoAF and Associate HoDs (3F/1M)

HoD (M)

Strategic matters

9F/13M
16 ex officio members (HoD, HoAF, Director of
Graduate Studies, Director of Undergraduate
Studies, Research Theme Leaders)
5 elected members (2 academics, 1 fellow, 1
post\doc and 1 student)
1 co\opted member who reports on Divisional
(teaching) matters

HoD (M)

9F/5M
previously 8F/6M

Associate
Professor (M)

9F/4M
previously 7F/3M

DGS (M)

2F/5M
Previously 1F/6M

HoAF (F)

7F/11M
previously 9F/15M

Departmental
Safety Officer
(F)

1F/3M
previously 1F/5M

Director of
Undergraduate
Studies (M)

Advise HoD on matters
relating to gender balance
and broader issues
relating to equality and
diversity
Delegated authority to
manage graduate studies
matters, including our
admissions process and
allocation of studentships
Advises the HoAF \
comprises representatives
of the six operational
areas (HR, IT, Facilities,
Finance, Research and
Teaching) and
administrative
representatives from the
MRC FGU and the CNCB
Delegated authority to
manage certain health and
safety matters, advises the
HoD in relation to others
Balances the teaching and
examining workload
across the staff of the
Department

Table 4: Breakdown of the various DPAG committees, their roles and responsibilities, their
current and former membership and the current Chair
26

As detailed in Figure 11, the gender balance of committees within DPAG is good and shows a
significant improvement on the situation at the time of our Bronze application.

Figure 11: Gender profile of the various committees within the Department
(ii) Female:male ratio of academic and research staff on fixedUterm contracts and openU
ended (permanent) contracts – comment on any differences between male and female
staff representation on fixed\term contracts and say what is being done to address them.

Figure 12: Ratio of female and male staff on fixedUterm and permanent contracts
Figure 12 shows the gender balance of staff on fixed\term and permanent contracts. Whilst the
ratio of staff on fixed\term contracts has remained balanced over the last three years, there has
27

5. ANY OTHER COMMENTS (MAX 500 WORDS)
Please comment here on any other elements which are relevant to the application, e.g. other
STEMM\specific initiatives of special interest that have not been covered in the previous sections.
Include any other relevant data (e.g. results from staff surveys), provide a commentary on it and
indicate how it is planned to address any gender disparities identified.
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6. ACTION PLAN
Provide an action plan as an appendix. An action plan template is available on the Athena SWAN
website.
The Action Plan should be a table or a spreadsheet comprising actions to address the priorities
identified by the analysis of relevant data presented in this application, success/outcome
measures, the post holder responsible for each action and a timeline for completion. The plan
should cover current initiatives and your aspirations for the next three years.
Our Silver AP is attached in appendix 1. An updated and annotated version of our Bronze AP is
included in appendix 2.

7. Case Studies - redacted
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